Future in Law? A Profile of Graduating College Seniors Interested in Legal Education and Careers by AccessLex Institute
AccessLex 
AccessLex Resource Collections 
AccessLex Institute Research AccessLex-Funded Research 
2-2020 
Future in Law? A Profile of Graduating College Seniors Interested 
in Legal Education and Careers 
AccessLex Institute 
Follow this and additional works at: https://arc.accesslex.org/research 
 Part of the Legal Education Commons, and the Legal Profession Commons 
Recommended Citation 
AccessLex Institute, "Future in Law? A Profile of Graduating College Seniors Interested in Legal Education 
and Careers" (2020). AccessLex Institute Research. 9. 
https://arc.accesslex.org/research/9 
This Issue/Research Brief/Blog is brought to you for free and open access by the AccessLex-Funded Research at 
AccessLex Resource Collections. It has been accepted for inclusion in AccessLex Institute Research by an 
authorized administrator of AccessLex Resource Collections. For more information, please contact 
ARC@accesslex.org. 
LAW SCHOOL APPLICANTS BY DEGREES:
A Per Capita Analysis of 
the Top Feeder Schools
FUTURE IN LAW?
A Profile of Graduating College Seniors 
Interested in Legal Education and Careers
February 2020
AccessLex Institute®, in partnership with its nearly 200 nonprofit and state-affiliated American Bar Association-
approved Member law schools, has been committed to improving access to legal education and to maximizing 
the affordability and value of a law degree since 1983. The AccessLex Center for Legal Education Excellence® 
advocates for policies that make legal education work better for students and society alike, and conducts 
research on the most critical issues facing legal education today. The AccessLex Center for Education and 
Financial Capability® offers on-campus and online financial education programming and resources to help 
students confidently manage their finances on their way to achieving personal and professional success. 
AccessLex Institute is a nonprofit organization with offices in West Chester, PA and Washington, D.C., and with 
accredited financial counselors throughout the U.S.
Suggested citation: Kylie Thomas and Tiffane Cochran, Future in Law? A Profile of Graduating College Seniors Interested in Legal 
Education and Careers, AccessLex Institute, February 2020.
1The recent decline in law school applicants is well-documented. Despite a slight increase in 2018, the number 
of law school applicants remains substantially lower than levels observed prior to 2011. This decrease in the 
demand for legal education presents an opportunity to better understand the pathway to law school and the 
formation of interest in pursuing a law degree or career. 
The American Association of Law Schools pioneered inquiry in this area with their groundbreaking study, Before 
the JD: Undergraduate Views on Law School, which surveyed undergraduates from 25 four-year institutions 
and first-year law students from 44 law schools, to learn more about what attracts and deters undergraduate 
interest in legal education and other advanced degrees. This report aims to build on this work by analyzing a 
broader dataset of undergraduate students—specifically, college seniors—to further describe the characteristics, 
academic behaviors, goals and career path considerations of those who report an interest in law compared to 
those who have other career and degree aspirations. Utilizing 15 years of data from the College Senior Survey 
administered by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at the University of California, Los Angeles, our 
study offers insight about the traits of college seniors aspiring to a law degree and/or career, when their interest 
in law develops, and the extent to which their interest in law changes during college.
Overall, the report makes the following key observations:
1. As reflected by the decline in law school applicants, the proportion of graduating 
seniors reporting an interest in law has decreased. Between 2007 and 2017, the 
percentage of seniors reporting law as their highest planned degree fell from 10 
percent to six percent, and the percentage reporting law as their probable career 
fell from six to about three percent. By contrast, the percentage of graduating 
seniors reporting the bachelor’s as their highest planned degree has increased in 
recent years, suggesting that the recent decline in law school applicants may mirror 
a broader decline in graduate and professional degree aspirations among recent 
college graduates. 
2. Some seniors plan to pursue a law degree, but not a legal career. The number and 
proportion of seniors aspiring to attain a law degree consistently exceed those of 
seniors aspiring to a career as an attorney or judge, indicating that some graduating 
seniors view the J.D. as an asset for other occupations.
3. College seniors who report interest in pursuing a law degree or career report higher 
levels of civic, social and political engagement compared to seniors with other post-
baccalaureate plans. Seniors who express interest in law school have higher levels 
of civic engagement, civic awareness and social agency compared to those with 
01Executive Summary
2other degree intentions. Similarly, seniors planning for a law career more often rate 
influencing the political structure and working for social change as very important or 
essential goals compared to seniors with other career aspirations.
4. Seniors planning to attend law school tend to have higher self-assessments of their 
writing, public speaking and leadership skills than seniors with other interests. 
However, a lower percentage rate their mathematical ability as above average 
compared to seniors with other degree aspirations.
5. A majority of seniors who express interest in law appear to develop their interest 
during college. Of the seniors who reported an interest in law and also completed 
HERI’s freshman survey, most reported a different career or advanced degree 
aspiration in their first year of college. The percentage of law-interested seniors who 
reported a different interest as freshmen fluctuated around 50 percent between 2004 
and 2016, and most recently increased to 59 percent in 2017.
6. An increasing majority of seniors who initially report an interest in law as freshmen 
report a different interest on the senior survey. In the early 2000s, roughly 44 
percent of seniors who began college with an interest in law later reported a different 
career or advanced degree intent in their final year of college. In recent years, that 
percentage has fluctuated around 58 percent.
7. Compared to those who lose interest in law, graduating seniors who develop an 
interest in law during college more often rate their public speaking and writing skills 
higher their senior year compared to their freshman year. They also ascribe greater 
importance to the opportunity to influence the political structure in their final college 
year compared to their first. Collectively, these findings suggest the formation of 
interest in law is accompanied by an increase in skills and interests that align with 
legal education and careers. Identifying these and other drivers of interest in law 
can help law schools better articulate and emphasize their value among prospective 
students—both undergraduates and postgraduates alike.
8. Prospective law students’ demonstrable interest in civic, political, and social 
affairs underscores the need to improve law school affordability for students who 
desire to work in public service. As found in the Before the JD study, nearly half 
of undergraduates considering law school do so because they view the J.D. as 
a pathway to a career in politics, government, or public service. Considering 
the critical role law schools and graduates play in our democracy, it is essential 
that legal education stakeholders implement and advocate for programs that will 
enable law students to pursue and attain their financial, civic, and career goals.
3After declining for over a decade, the number of law school applicants is starting to show signs of mild increase. 
Applicants peaked at over 100,000 in 2004 but declined to a historic low of 56,400 in 2017.1 However, 
applicants totaled 60,590 in 2018, up eight percent from 2017—the first significant annual increase in the 
number of law school applicants in nearly a decade. The number of applicants increased again in 2019, but 
only by three percent.2
Despite these recent increases, many law school practitioners speculate that future demand for legal education 
is unlikely to reach levels observed prior to 2011. Given this outlook, an examination of the undergraduate 
pipeline to law school can provide insights to help law schools consider new ways to engage prospective 
students in this new era. The recent report, Before the JD: Undergraduate Views on Law School, was very 
instructive in illuminating the factors that influence undergraduates’ decisions and intent to pursue advanced 
degrees and legal education, specifically. Similarly, this report provides a glimpse into the undergraduate 
pipeline to law school and legal careers by examining the traits, skills and goals that have consistently aligned 
with college seniors’ law interest over time. Specifically, it identifies:
These findings are based on 15 years of survey results from the College Senior Survey (CSS) administered by the 
Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at the University of California, Los Angeles. The CSS is a nationwide 
exit survey that annually collects data on topics related to college outcomes and post-college goals. The study 
also leverages data from HERI’s The Freshman Survey (TFS) to examine changes in law interest from freshman 
to senior year by comparing responses to the CSS and TFS among seniors who completed both questionnaires.
1  AccessLex Institute (2019). Legal Education Data Deck. https://www.accesslex.org/legal-education-data-deck.
2  The Law School Admission Council (2019). Three-Year U.S. Volume Comparison. https://report.lsac.org/ThreeYearComparison.aspx.
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1. Trends in graduating college seniors’ interest in law careers and law school; 
2. Distinguishing characteristics of graduating college seniors who show 
intent to attend law school and/or pursue a legal career;
3. The extent to which interest in law changes between freshman and senior 
year; and,
4. Distinguishing characteristics of graduating college seniors who develop 
an interest in law during college compared to those who lose interest.
4Trends in law degree interest and intent mirror the decline in applicants to law school.
As the number of law school applicants has declined, so too has reported law interest among graduating 
college seniors (Figure 1). Between 2007 and 2014, the proportion of seniors reporting law as their highest 
planned degree fell from 9.5 percent to 4 percent, and the proportion reporting law as their probable career 
fell from 6 percent to 3.5 percent. Similarly, between 2007 and 2015, the proportion of seniors planning to 
attend graduate school immediately after college who reported law as their intended graduate major decreased 
from 13 percent to 6 percent.
However, there has been a slight increase in the percentage of graduating seniors reporting law as their highest 
planned degree since 2015. As of 2017, the proportion of graduating seniors reporting an intent to pursue 
a law degree is the highest it has been since 2012. This modest rebound in law interest coincides with the 
increase observed for law school applicants after 2015.
Figure 1: Percentage of Graduating College Seniors by Interest in Law
Note: Data on intended graduate major is only available from 2007 to 2015.
Although law degree interest has increased in recent years, interest in law careers has remained relatively 
flat. The percentage of graduating seniors reporting law as their probable career is consistently lower than the 
percentage of seniors reporting law as their highest planned degree (Figure 1).
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5Interest in postgraduate degree attainment may be declining; the proportion of 
seniors reporting the bachelor’s as their highest planned degree was higher in 2017 
than in 2002.
Advanced degree aspiration appears to be declining for both law and non-law degrees. In 2002, 13 percent of 
graduating seniors reported a bachelor’s degree or less as their highest planned degree. That proportion rose 
to 22 percent in 2017 (Table 1). Although CSS participation varies annually, the proportion of seniors who do 
not plan to pursue an advanced degree has consistently increased since 2013. This suggests that the decline 
in law school interest could be symptomatic of an overall decline in graduate and professional school interest 
among recent college graduates.
Table 1: Trends in the Probable Careers, Highest Planned Degrees and 
Intended Graduate Majors of Graduating College Seniors
Highest Planned Degree 2002 2010 2017 Trends (2002-2017)
Law 6.5% 7.0% 5.6%
Other Graduate  
(Non-Law) 79.0% 78.7% 71.0%
Bachelor’s or Less 13.3% 12.6% 22.2%
Probable Career 2002 2010 2017 Trends (2002-2017)
Law 4.5% 4.7% 3.8%
Non-Law 88.9% 86.7% 92.2%
Intended Graduate Major 2007 2010 2015 Trends (2007-2015)
Law 13.0% 8.9% 6.3%
Other Major 
(Non-Law) 86.8% 90.3% 93.6%
Note: Participants who responded as “Undecided” are not included. Percentages do not add up to 100%. 
Trends in Law 
and Advanced Degree Interest 
among College Seniors
6Analyzing the traits of college seniors based on their advanced degree aspirations can help increase 
understanding of those most likely to attend law school compared to other postgraduate options. This section 
examines data from the 2017 CSS to compare law-interested seniors’ self-rated skills with those of seniors who 
report other educational attainment goals. It also compares cumulative measures of their behaviors, traits and 
academic experiences.
Self-Rated Skills and Abilities of Graduating Seniors by 
Degree Aspiration
Seniors aspiring to attain law degrees rate their writing, public speaking 
and leadership abilities highly more often than seniors with other degree 
attainment goals.
When asked to rate themselves relative to their peers, seniors aspiring to law school tend to have higher 
self-perceptions of their abilities and skills compared to seniors with other degree aspirations (Figure 
2).3 The differences are most pronounced for writing, public speaking and leadership. Eighty-three 
percent of seniors planning to enroll in law school the fall after graduation report their writing ability 
as above average compared to 67 percent of seniors enrolling in other advanced degree programs.4 
They also rate their public speaking and leadership abilities above average more often than seniors with other 
graduate school plans.
Figure 2: Graduating College Seniors Reporting Writing, Public Speaking and Leadership Ability 
as Above Average or by Intended Graduate Major and Highest Degree Planned
3 When asked to compare themselves to their peers, graduating seniors with plans to attend law school more often report their 
academic ability, drive to achieve, leadership ability, public speaking ability, intellectual self-confidence, social self-confidence, and 
writing ability as above average or highest 10% than graduating seniors with no plans to attend law school.
4 Graduating seniors who report plans to attend graduate school the fall after graduation are asked to provide their intended 
graduate major.
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7Similarly, a greater proportion of seniors reporting law as their highest planned degree rate their writing, 
leadership and public speaking ability highly relative to their peers, compared to those with other degree 
aspirations. Seniors reporting the bachelor’s as their highest planned degree are even less likely to report their 
writing, leadership and public speaking highly (Figure 2).
On the other hand, seniors interested in attending law school are less likely to 
rate their mathematical ability highly compared to seniors with other degree 
aspirations.
Of the abilities analyzed for this report, mathematical ability has the lowest rating among graduating seniors, 
irrespective of their postgraduate degree plans; however, seniors with plans to attend law school have the 
lowest self-assessment of their math skills. Only 34 percent of seniors reporting law as their highest planned 
degree rate their mathematical ability as above average or in the highest 10 percent of their peers compared to 
44 percent of seniors reporting other disciplines as their highest planned degree.
Likewise, only 35 percent of seniors reporting law as their intended graduate major rate their mathematical 
ability as above average or higher compared to 48 percent of those reporting other graduate majors. Further, 
the percentage of seniors reporting their mathematical ability as above average or highest 10 percent is 
declining among those reporting law as their graduate major (Figure 3).
Figure 3: Graduating College Seniors Reporting Mathematical Ability as Above Average 
or Highest 10% by Highest Planned Degree and Intended Graduate Major
Note: Data on intended graduate major is only available from 2007 to 2015. 
Self-confidence ratings among law-interested seniors are also distinct from the other skills ratings. Aspiring law 
students tend to rate their intellectual and social self-confidence higher compared to seniors aspiring to other 
advanced degrees and those aspiring to a bachelor’s degree only (Figure 4).
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8Figure 4: Graduating College Seniors Reporting Self-Confidence (Intellectual) and 
Self-Confidence (Social) as Above Average or Highest 10% by Highest Planned Degree
In sum, the CSS self-ratings data show that seniors who aspire to attend law school more often rate themselves 
highly in skills that are well-aligned to the law school curriculum – writing, leadership and public speaking 
ability. They also tend to report higher self-confidence ratings than other seniors, although reports of above 
average self-confidence appear to be trending downward.
Behaviors, Traits and Experiences of Graduating Seniors 
by Degree Aspiration
Seniors interested in law school more frequently report high levels of civic 
engagement compared to seniors with other degree aspirations.
Seniors with law degree aspirations more frequently report high levels of habits of mind, academic self-concept, 
social self-concept, pluralistic orientation, social agency, civic awareness and civic engagement than seniors 
with other degree aspirations, with the largest difference in civic engagement (Figure 5). Civic engagement 
measures seniors’ interest and participation in civic, social and political activities, such as seeking information 
about social and political issues, demonstrating for a cause, and volunteering for a campaign.
Among seniors who report law as their highest planned degree, 56 percent indicate high levels of civic 
engagement compared to 32 percent of seniors aspiring to non-law graduate degrees and 24 percent of those 
aspiring to a bachelor’s degree or less. Similarly, 54 percent seniors who plan to enroll in law school the fall 
after graduating college indicate high levels of civic engagement compared to 34 percent of those with plans to 
enroll in other graduate degree programs (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Graduating College Seniors by CIRP Constructs by Intended Graduate Major 
and Highest Planned Degree: Percent Reported “High”
10
Of all the CIRP constructs (see above), social agency ranked highest for seniors who reported law as their 
highest planned degree, and second highest among seniors with immediate plans to attend law school after 
graduating college (Figure 5). Social agency is a combined measure of seniors’ desire to participate in political 
and social activities, such as becoming a community leader and keeping up-to-date with political affairs.
These data points suggest that graduating seniors with law degree aspirations are more civically and politically 
engaged compared to seniors with other postgraduate degree goals. This observation directly aligns with a key 
finding in the Before the JD study, which found that undergraduates’ top reported reason for considering a law 
degree was its ability to provide a pathway to a career in politics, government or public service.
The constructs created by the Cooperative 
Institutional Research Program (CIRP) at the 
Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA 
are global measures that provide a fuller 
understanding of student behaviors, beliefs, 
traits, and experiences than individual survey 
items. CIRP constructs are generated using item 
response theory.
Habits of Mind: A unified measure of the 
behaviors and traits associated with academic 
success. These behaviors are seen as the 
foundation for lifelong learning.
Academic Self-Concept: A unified measure 
of students’ beliefs about their abilities and 
confidence in academic environments.
Social Self-Concept: A unified measure 
of students’ beliefs about their abilities and 
confidence in social situations.
Pluralistic Orientation: A unified measure 
of skills and dispositions appropriate for living 
and working in a diverse society.
Social Agency: A unified measure of the 
extent to which students value political and 
social involvement as a personal goal.
Civic Awareness: A unified measure of 
changes in students’ understanding of the issues 
facing their community, nation, and the world.
Civic Engagement: A unified measure of 
the extent to which students are motivated and 
involved in civic, electoral, and political activities. 
Student-Faculty Interaction: A unified 
measure of the extent to which students and 
faculty interact in relationships that foster 
mentorship, support and guidance, with respect 
to both academic and personal domains.
C I R P  C O N S T R U C T S
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In addition to examining the characteristics of seniors by their reported degree aspirations, we also examined 
the goals and career considerations of seniors by their reported probable career. This section highlights 
graduating college seniors’ responses to two sets of questions on the CSS: one in which seniors rated the 
importance of various career goals5, and another in which they assessed the importance of various career 
path considerations.6
Goals of Graduating Seniors by Career Intent
Compared to seniors with other career plans, seniors aspiring to law careers 
more frequently report influencing the political structure as a very important or 
essential goal.
The CSS data shows that a greater proportion of 
graduating seniors reporting law as their probable 
career consistently rate influencing the political 
structure as very important or essential compared to 
seniors reporting other career interests. In 2017, 42 
percent of graduating seniors interested in law careers 
reported influencing the political structure as very 
important or essential compared to 28 percent of those 
interested in non-law careers (Figure 6).
This distinguishable interest in influencing the political 
structure among law-interested undergraduates aligns 
with their relatively higher levels of civic awareness and 
engagement. Given the draw of legal education for 
politically and civically engaged seniors, it is important 
for policymakers and legal education stakeholders to 
continue to support and encourage public service along 
with affordability measures that will allow aspiring law 
graduates to meet both their civic and financial goals.
5  Goals analyzed include becoming an authority in my field, obtaining recognition from colleagues for contributing to my 
special field, influencing the political structure, raising a family, being very well-off financially, helping others in difficulty, and being 
successful in a business of my own.
6 Career path considerations analyzed include work for social change, high income potential, social recognition or status, stable/
secure future, creativity and initiative, expression of personal values, availability of jobs, leadership potential, work/life balance, and 
ability to pay off debt.
42%
28%
Law Non-Law
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Figure 6: Graduating College Seniors Reporting 
“Influencing the Political Structure” as a Very 
Important or Essential Goal by Probable 
Career, 2017
Characteristics 
of Graduating Seniors 
Interested in a Law Career
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Historically, seniors aspiring to law careers rated financial well-being and peer 
recognition as highly important career goals more often than seniors with other 
career interests. More recently, a higher proportion of seniors with non-law career 
interests are ascribing similar importance to these goals.
Until recently, seniors interested in law careers were more likely to report being very well-off financially and 
obtaining recognition from colleagues for their contributions as very important or essential goals (Figure 7). 
However, the recent proportional decline for these items could be the result of differences among seniors in the 
survey samples rather than an indication of a downward trend. Nonetheless, more than half of seniors—both 
those aspiring to law careers and those with other interests—note financial security as a very important or 
essential career goal. This finding supports the importance of law school affordability initiatives, particularly 
when coupled with the Before the JD finding that the cost and potential debt of attending law school is the 
top potential deterrent of law school attendance among undergraduates most likely to pursue a law degree. 
However, it might also signal that prospective law students’ expectations are adjusting to reality—in other 
words, perhaps those who are interested in pursuing a law degree understand the likely salary outcomes of a 
legal career and are not as motivated by financial outcomes as in years past.
Figure 7: Percentage of Graduating College Seniors Reporting Financial Well-Being and Peer 
Recognition as Very Important or Essential Career Goals
Career Path Considerations of Graduating Seniors by 
Career Intent 
Working for social change is more important to seniors interested in law careers 
than those aspiring to non-law careers. 
Seniors reporting law as their probable career more frequently report working for social change as a very 
important or essential career consideration compared to those with other career plans. In 2017, 61 percent of 
graduating seniors aspiring to law careers reported working for social change7 as very important or essential 
compared to 53 percent of those interested in non-law careers (Figure 8). 
7 Previous research shows that undergraduates considering law school more frequently report advocating for social change as 
extremely important in selecting a career than undergraduates considering other advanced degrees. See American Association of 
Law Schools (2018). Before the JD: Undergraduate Views on Law School.
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Figure 9: Graduating College Seniors Reporting “High Income Potential” and “Social Recognition or Status” 
as a Very Important or Essential Career Path Consideration by Probable Career
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Figure 8: Graduating College Seniors Reporting “Work for Social Change” as a Very Important or Essential 
Career Path Consideration by Probable Career, 2017 
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Additionally, prior to 2017, seniors interested in law careers more frequently reported high income potential 
and social recognition/status as very important or essential career considerations than those reporting non-law 
interests. In 2017, however, the percentage of seniors interested in law careers reporting high income potential 
and social recognition/status as very important or essential declined, such that the percent reporting these 
considerations as very important or essential was similar to those interested in non-law careers (Figure 9). There 
is not enough data to determine if these results indicate a new downward trend or are the result of differences in 
the participants of the 2017 CSS. However, these observations mirror those found for the career goals of being 
well-off financially and obtaining recognition from colleagues (Figure 7) and could signal increased alignment 
between undergraduates’ expectations and the reality of legal career outcomes. 
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In addition to understanding characteristics that distinguish law-interested seniors from those with other career 
and degree goals, the CSS and TFS data facilitated comparison of undergraduate interest in law between 
freshman and senior year for survey respondents who completed both questionnaires. Understanding when 
seniors develop their interest in law, the extent to which their interest in law school changes during college, 
and the factors potentially driving those changes can inform how and when programming for pre-law students 
is delivered. Additionally, identifying distinguishing characteristics and goals of students who change their 
interest in law during college can offer insight into why students develop or lose interest in legal education 
and/or careers.
In this section, we group and examine graduating seniors by their freshman and senior year law interest8 
using their CSS and TFS responses. The groups are categorized as follows:
Always Law:  seniors  who repor ted having an in teres t  in  law both as 
seniors and freshmen;
Became Law: seniors who reported having an interest in law as seniors but 
not as freshmen; 
No Longer Law: seniors who reported having an interest in law interest as 
freshmen but not as seniors; and,
Never Law: seniors who did not repor t having an interest in law in their 
freshman or senior year.
Trends in Law Interest Change
Most seniors who report interest in law report a different career or degree interest 
as freshmen.
A majority of graduating seniors reporting an interest in law—either as their probable career or highest 
planned degree—develop their interest during college (Became Law).9 When examining law-interested seniors 
retrospectively, we find that most reported a different interest on the freshman survey. Between 2002 and 2016, 
the proportion of law-interested seniors who reported another degree or career as freshmen fluctuated around 
50 percent. In 2017, it increased to nearly 60 percent (Figure 10). However, few graduating seniors who enter 
college without an interest in law become legal education or career converts. 
8 Interest in law here is defined as reporting law as probable career or highest planned degree.
9 The total number of seniors who reported to both the TFS and CSS between 2002 and 2017 for which we have data on ranges 
from 5,137 to 11,406. For the total number of seniors who reported to both the TFS and CSS by year and disaggregated by change 
in law interest see Table A5 in Appendix A.
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Change in Law Interest: 
From Freshman to Senior Year
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For example, when examining the 2017 cohort of graduating seniors overall, only five percent who initially 
reported a non-law interest as freshmen reported a law interest as seniors.10
Figure 10: Law Interest Change Between Freshman and Senior Year:  
Graduating Seniors Reporting an Interest in Law
Most college seniors who report an interest in law as freshmen change their interest 
during college.
The proportion of graduating seniors who initially reported an interest in law as freshmen but reported a 
different interest as seniors (No Longer Law) has largely increased over the last decade or so. In 2002, 44 
percent of seniors who aspired to legal education or the profession as freshmen did not report having a law 
interest as seniors (Figure 11). Since 2013, however, nearly 60 percent of the CSS cohort of graduating seniors 
who reported law interest as freshmen changed their mind by senior year. This trend also aligns with the timing 
of the notable decline in applications to law school.
Figure 11: Law Interest Change Between Freshman and Senior Year: 
Graduating Seniors Who Reported an Interest in Law as Freshmen
10 See Figure C1 in Appendix C.
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Collectively, these findings offer additional insight regarding the timing of law interest development. Before the 
JD found that most first-year law students reported developing their interest in law school before college.11 This 
study suggests that law interest develops later but cannot verify whether seniors reporting law as their highest 
planned degree or probable career actually follow through on these plans. Perhaps the law-interested seniors 
observed in this study largely develop an intent to pursue a legal degree or career during college, but do not 
apply and enroll in law school at the same rate as individuals who develop their interest in law before college. 
Further study of longitudinal data would be required to determine the extent to which seniors reporting a law 
interest later enroll in law school.
Characteristics of Graduating Seniors by Law Interest Change
Seniors who develop a law interest after freshman year more frequently report 
working for social change as a very important or essential career path consideration 
than seniors who lose their interest in law after freshman year. 
In 2017, 73 percent of seniors who converted to a law interest reported the opportunity to work for social 
change as a very important or essential career path consideration compared to 56 percent of seniors who 
changed their mind about going to law school or pursuing a legal career. In this regard, “Became Law” seniors 
are more similar to “Always Law” seniors (71 percent), while “No Longer Law” seniors are more similar to 
“Never Law” seniors (52 percent).  Nonetheless, the importance of working for social change is increasing 
across all four groups (Figure 12).
Figure 12: Graduating College Seniors Reporting Work for Social Change as 
Very Important or Essential by Reported Law Interest Change 
11 American Association of Law Schools (2018). Before the JD: Undergraduate Views on Law School.
54%
71%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
`07 `12 `17
59%
73%
`07 `12 `17
50% 56%
`07 `12 `17
46%
52%
`07 `12 `17
Always Law Became Law No Longer Law Never Law
17
Seniors who develop an interest in law during college more frequently report 
an increase in the importance of influencing the political structure between 
their freshman and senior year compared to seniors who report a law interest as 
freshmen but later change their minds. 
Forty-three percent of “Became Law” seniors ascribed greater importance to influencing the political structure on 
the senior survey compared to the freshman survey, while only 23 percent of “No Longer Law” seniors selected 
a higher rating for this item (Figure 13). By contrast, 17 percent of “Became Law” seniors selected a lower rating 
of importance for influencing the political structure on the CSS compared to the TFS, while 34 percent of “No 
Longer Law” seniors did so. These findings suggest that seniors who develop an interest in law during college 
may be partly inspired by an increased interest in politics. On the other hand, those who find influencing the 
political structure less important as seniors than as freshman may change their minds about pursuing a legal 
education or a career.
Figure 13: Graduating College Seniors by Reported Change in the Importance of Influencing the 
Political Structure between Freshman and Senior Year, 2017
The proportion of seniors who increase the rating of their public speaking and 
writing skills between their first and final year of college is higher among those who 
develop an interest in law compared to those who lose interest.
“Became Law” seniors more frequently report higher public speaking and writing ability in their senior year 
compared to their freshman year than “No Longer Law” seniors (Figure 14A).  Among “Became Law” seniors, 
about one-third (33 percent) rate their public speaking and writing ability higher their senior year, while around 
a quarter of “No Longer Law” seniors rate their public speaking ability (25 percent) and writing ability (28 
percent) higher as seniors than as freshmen.
The data also show that “Always Law” seniors tend to increase their public speaking ability rating between 
their senior and freshman year less often than “Became Law” and “Never Law” seniors (Figures 14A and 
14B). Considering earlier findings regarding self-perceptions of law-interested seniors, this finding is likely due 
to “Always Law” seniors rating their public speaking ability highly in both their freshman and senior years. 
Because “Became Law” and “Never Law” seniors more often enter college with lower self-perceptions of their 
public speaking ability, they have more room to rate it higher as seniors than as freshmen. 
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Figure 14A: Graduating Seniors Reporting an Increase in their Public Speaking and Writing 
Ability between Freshman and Senior Year: Became Law vs. No Longer Law
Figure 14B: Graduating Seniors Reporting an Increase in their Public Speaking and Writing 
Ability between Freshman and Senior Year: Always Law vs. Never Law
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Declines in law school applicants since the Great Recession provide an opportune time to examine pathways to 
law school and the motivations and characteristics of pre-law students. In leveraging data from the HERI senior 
and freshman surveys, this report offers additional insight into the types of undergraduates who are interested in 
law and how they differ from those interested in other educational and career fields. Those serving prospective 
and enrolled law students may benefit from the following key takeaways: 
07
Some prospective law students aspire to careers outside the realm of law. HERI’s senior 
survey enables separate analyses of seniors who intend to earn a J.D. and those who plan to pursue 
a career in law. Historically, a higher proportion of seniors report law as their highest planned degree 
compared to the proportion reporting law as their probable career. This indicates that many students 
are pursuing a law degree with other careers in mind. Pre-law advisors can help steer these students by 
discussing their long-term goals and whether law school makes sense for their overall career trajectory. 
Law school administrators should also consider their role in serving students whose career goals are 
tangential to or separate from the practice of law.
A majority of law-interested seniors initially report other degree or career intentions 
as freshmen. However, seniors who begin college with an interest in law as freshmen 
are increasingly reporting a different interest in their senior year. Intentions to attend law 
school often form and change during college. Considering these findings, law schools should continue, 
and augment as desired, efforts to engage pre-law undergraduates in skill-building, recruitment and 
admission activities that will best prepare them for law school entry and success. These efforts should 
be broadly available, both to students who enter college with aspirations to attend law school and to 
students who may form that interest later in their matriculation. 
Compared to seniors with other postgraduate and career goals, seniors aspiring to a 
future in law report higher levels of civic, social and political engagement. Relatedly, 
those who develop an interest in law during college indicate a stronger desire to 
influence the political structure as seniors than as freshmen. These linkages between law 
interest and political and civic engagement suggest that pre-law students may view the law as a tool for 
effecting political and social change. The Before the JD study further substantiates this notion—it found 
that nearly half of undergraduates considering law school view the J.D. as a pathway to a career in 
politics, government or public service. Law schools and pre-law advisors can nurture these interests by 
highlighting the role of law in shaping society and showcasing legal careers that directly and indirectly 
shape democracy. Law school administrators can also help advocate for public service loan forgiveness 
and related affordability measures that will better equip politically minded law graduates for success in 
their finances and careers. 
Implications
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Law-interested seniors have higher self-assessments of their writing, public speaking 
and leadership skills than seniors with other interests. Further, seniors who develop 
an interest in law during college tend to rate their writing and public speaking skills 
higher in their senior year compared to their freshmen year. On the other hand, seniors 
who first report a law interest as freshmen but change their minds by senior year tend to rate themselves 
lower on these skills. These findings underscore the importance of working closely with pre-law students 
early in their undergraduate experience to help them acquire and hone relevant skills and build their 
confidence. While some students may happen upon other passions that steer them away from law, 
others might shift their interest due to academic challenges that discourage them from furthering their 
educational attainment. Intervening with these students early in their undergraduate journey could serve 
to strengthen and diversify the pool of law school applicants.
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Although the HERI data used for this report are robust and rigorously collected, there are limitations to our 
analysis and the interpretation of our findings. Most students who participate in the College Senior Survey attend 
private schools as well as institutions that are highly selective. In addition, the number of schools participating 
in the survey has decreased substantially over time.12 As a result, the findings presented in this report may not 
be fully representative of the population of graduating college seniors. Because the College Senior Survey is 
not designed to reflect the demographics of all college seniors, additional research is needed to determine 
whether the trends and data presented in this report are more widespread—particularly the finding that interest 
in graduate and professional degree attainment appears to be declining among undergraduate students. 
In addition, our study measures and describes interest and intent to pursue a legal education or career, but it is 
unclear whether these graduating college seniors actually go on to enroll in law school or practice law. Further 
study could examine law-interested seniors longitudinally to determine whether they eventually earn a law 
degree or other graduate or professional credential.
Our study could also be extended by disaggregating non-law interested seniors into specific career fields and 
degree types to better understand distinctions among seniors with law aspirations compared to those who 
intend to pursue other advanced degrees and professions. Such a study could also benefit from a longitudinal 
examination of the postgraduate attainment outcomes of TFS and CSS participants. A collaboration with the 
Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA and the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center would 
best accomplish this inquiry.
12 See Table A1 in the Appendix for more information on the types of institutions that have administered the College Senior Survey.
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Future Research
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This report utilizes data from the College Senior Survey 
administered by UCLA’s Higher Education Research Institute 
(HERI) to identify college seniors with an interest in law and 
compare their characteristics to those of students with other 
post-baccalaureate aspirations. For the purposes of this 
analysis, seniors with an interest in law are defined as those 
who selected law as their probable career, highest planned 
degree or intended graduate major on the survey.13
The report also leverages data from HERI’s annual Freshmen Survey (TFS) to evaluate the extent to which law 
interest changes from freshman to senior year. For students who completed the TFS as incoming freshmen and 
the CSS as graduating seniors, the analysis compares their CSS and TFS responses to examine changes in their 
values, behaviors, skills and postgraduate plans. Seniors who completed both surveys are classified into four 
categories based on the status of their law interest compared to their freshman year: Always Law, Became Law, 
No Longer Law and Never Law.
Where possible, the report highlights trends in law interest over time; in other cases, it examines the most recent 
year of data. Due to variability in school and student participation in the CSS from year to year, trends should 
be interpreted with caution.14 
For example, the 2002 CSS included 1,512 observations for seniors who reported “law” as their highest 
planned degree and 842 for those who reported “law” as their probable career compared to 1,144 and 530 
in the 2017 CSS, respectively. Moreover, because CSS respondents mainly attend private and highly selective 
institutions, the findings in this report are not generalizable to the total population of graduating college 
seniors.15
13 There is some overlap in the population of students who reported law as their probable career, highest planned degree, or 
intended graduate major. All three are included to be inclusive but also to examine differences where appropriate.
14 See Table A1, A2, A3 and A4 in Appendix for CSS Participation History. 
15 Some variables are not available for all years. For probable career and highest planned degree, data is available for 2002 
through 2017; data on intended graduate major is only available from 2007 to 2015. Individual variable availability is dependent 
upon when the variable was introduced/eliminated from the CSS.
09 Methodology
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Probable Career
Law = Lawyer (attorney) or judge
Non-Law = Any probable career other than “Lawyer 
(attorney) or judge” or “Undecided”
Highest Planned Degree
Law = LL.B. or J.D.
Non-Law = Post-baccalaureate in non-law fields including 
Master’s degree, Ph.D. or Ed.D., B.D. or M.Div., or Other
Bachelor’s or Less = Vocational certificate, Associate’s 
degree, or Bachelor’s degree
Intended Graduate Major (only those who plan to go to 
graduate school)
Law = Law
Non-Law = Any graduate major other than “Law” or 
“Undecided”
Three Measures of  Law Interest
Always Law:
If probable career or highest planned degree reported on TFS is 
“Law” and probable career or highest planned degree reported on 
CSS is “Law.”
Became Law:
If probable career and highest planned degree reported on TFS is 
“Non-Law” or “Bachelor’s or Less,” and probable career or highest 
planned degree reported on CSS is “Law.”
No Longer Law:
If probable career or highest planned degree reported on TFS is 
“Law,” and probable career and highest planned degree reported 
on CSS is ‘Non-Law” or “Bachelor’s or Less.”
Never Law:
If probable career and highest planned degree reported on TFS is 
“Non-Law” or “Bachelor’s or Less,” and probable career and highest 
planned degree reported on CSS is “Non-Law” or “Bachelor’s or Less.”
Change in  Law Interest
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Table A1: CSS School Participation History, 2002 – 2017
Year Number of Schools % of Private Schools % of Highly or Very Highly Selective Schools
2002 173 86.1% 43.4%
2003 141 89.4% 49.6%
2004 170 90.0% 48.8%
2005 124 89.5% 44.4%
2006 141 88.7% 51.1%
2007 109 89.0% 48.6%
2008 149 89.9% 47.0%
2009 111 83.8% 45.9%
2010 113 90.3% 51.3%
2011 89 85.4% 46.1%
2012 87 92.0% 56.3%
2013 94 91.5% 56.4%
2014 74 87.8% 62.2%
2015 95 91.6% 57.9%
2016 79 88.6% 55.7%
2017 78 79.5% 52.6%
A
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Table A2: Number of Seniors who reported their Highest Planned Degree on the CSS, 
2002 - 2017
Year Total Law Non-Law Bachelor’s or Less
2002 23,162 1,512 18,300 3,087
2003 21,104 1,785 16,533 2,556
2004 21,701 1,449 17,001 3,002
2005 21,656 2,023 16,765 2,626
2006 19,609 1,362 15,410 2,604
2007 22,149 2,105 17,767 1,955
2008 21,191 1,427 16,751 2,675
2009 22,313 1,791 17,445 2,698
2010 21,181 1,493 16,662 2,679
2011 18,843 1,370 14,929 2,256
2012 18,001 996 14,282 2,447
2013 20,934 1,158 16,791 2,534
2014 13,204 504 10,032 2,420
2015 21,585 983 15,959 4,298
2016 16,941 802 12,540 3,294
2017 15,073 842 10,695 3,347
*Note: The number of seniors who reported “None” as their highest planned degree are not included in this Table. Law, Non-Law 
and Bachelor’s or Less figures do not sum to Total. 
Table A3: Number of Seniors who reported their Intended Graduate Major on the CSS, 
2007 - 2015
Year Total Law Non-Law
2007 4,542 592 3895
2008 4,476 440 4004
2009 4,465 463 3992
2010 4,124 365 3726
2011 4,345 380 3906
2012 3,597 260 3292
2013 4,033 276 3694
2014 2,470 168 2299
2015 3,768 237 3525
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Table A4: Number of Seniors who reported their Probable Career on the CSS, 2002 – 2017
Year Total Law Non-Law
2002 25,647 1,144 22,793
2003 25,547 1,405 22,261
2004 26,571 1,186 23,627
2005 25,660 1,587 22,237
2006 23,384 1,078 20,684
2007 24,154 1,513 20,483
2008 22,624 1,027 19,704
2009 23,579 1,205 20,273
2010 22,683 1,060 19,667
2011 20,451 920 17,885
2012 20,013 761 17,643
2013 23,771 832 20,850
2014 12,098 355 10,741
2015 21,266 729 18,816
2016 16,378 587 14,604
2017 15,273 530 13,976
*Note: The number of seniors who reported “Undecided” as their probable career are not included in this Table. Law and Non-Law 
figures do not sum to Total.
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Table A5: Number of Seniors Who Responded to both the TFS and CSS by Change in Law 
Interest, 2002 – 2017
Year Total Always Law Became Law No Longer Law Never Law
2002 10,116 461 566 367 8,722
2003 10,895 548 706 458 9,183
2004 9,275 472 492 379 7,932
2005 10,768 646 736 516 8,870
2006 9,079 448 440 330 7,861
2007 10,306 661 597 644 8,404
2008 9,307 387 378 452 8,090
2009 10,091 556 511 493 8,531
2010 10,269 441 491 437 8,900
2011 9,931 413 446 408 8,664
2012 8,201 301 266 291 7,343
2013 11,406 419 365 562 10,060
2014 5,137 129 153 185 4,670
2015 9,781 331 268 468 8,714
2016 8,015 250 258 319 7,188
2017 6,565 202 296 282 5,785
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Table B1: CIRP Construct Definitions and Elements
CIRP 
Construct Definitions Elements
Habits of 
Mind
A unified measure of 
the behaviors and traits 
associated with academic 
success.  These behaviors 
are seen as the foundation 
for lifelong learning.
• Ask questions in class
• Support your opinions with a logical argument
• Seek solutions to problems and explain them to 
others
• Revise your papers to improve your writing
• Evaluate the quality or reliability of information 
you received
• Take a risk because you feel you have more to 
gain
• Seek alternative solutions to a problem
• Look up scientific research articles and resources 
• Explore topics on your own, even though it was 
not required for a class
• Accept mistakes as part of the learning process
• Seek feedback on your academic work
Academic 
Self-Concept
A unified measure of 
students’ beliefs about their 
abilities and confidence in 
academic environments.
• Self-Rating: Academic ability
• Self-Rating: Drive to Achieve
• Self-Rating: Mathematical ability
• Self-Rating: Self-confidence (intellectual)
B
Appendix B: CIRP Construct 
Definitions and Elements
29
Social Self-
Concept
A unified measure of 
students’ beliefs about their 
abilities and confidence in 
social situations.
• Self-Rating: Leadership ability
• Self-Rating: Public speaking ability
• Self-Rating: Self-confidence (social)
• Self-Rating: Popularity
Pluralistic 
Orientation
A unified measure of 
skills and dispositions 
appropriate for living 
and working in a diverse 
society.
• Diversity Rating: Ability to see the world from 
someone else’s perspective
• Diversity Rating: Tolerance of others with different 
beliefs
• Diversity Rating: Openness to having my own 
views challenged  
• Diversity Rating: Ability to discuss and negotiate 
controversial issues
• Diversity Rating: Ability to work cooperatively 
with diverse people 
Social 
Agency
A unified measure of the 
extent to which students 
value political and social 
involvement as a personal 
goal.
• Goal: Keeping up to date with political affairs
• Goal: Participating in a community action 
program
• Goal: Influencing social values
• Goal: Becoming a community leader
• Goal: Helping others who are in difficulty
• Goal: Helping to promote racial understanding
Civic 
Awareness
A unified measure of 
changes in students’ 
understanding of the issues 
facing their community, 
nation, and the world.
• Change: Understanding of the problems facing 
your community
• Change: Understanding of national issues
• Change: Understanding of global issues
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Civic 
Engagement
A unified measure of the 
extent to which students 
are motivated and involved 
in civic, electoral, and 
political activities.
• Demonstrated for a cause (e.g., boycott, rally, 
protest)
• Performed volunteer work
• Worked on a local, state, or national political 
campaign
• Helped raised money for a cause or campaign
• Publicly communicated your opinion about a 
cause (e.g., blog, email, petition)
• I am interested in seeking information about 
current social and political issues
• Goal: Influencing social values
• Goal: Keeping up to date with political affairs
Student-
Faculty 
Interaction
A unified measure of the 
extent to which students 
and faculty interact in 
relationships that foster 
mentorship, support, and 
guidance, with respect 
to both academic and 
personal domains.
• Faculty Provide: Encouragement to pursue 
graduate/professional study
• Faculty Provide: An opportunity to work on a 
research project
• Faculty Provide: Advice and guidance about your 
educational program
• Faculty Provide: Emotional support and 
encouragement 
• Faculty Provide: A letter of recommendation
• Faculty Provide: Help to improve your study skills 
• Faculty Provide: Feedback about your academic 
work (outside of class)
• Faculty Provide: An opportunity to discuss 
coursework outside of class
• Faculty Provide: Help in achieving your 
professional goals 
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Figure C1: Change in Law Interest between Freshman and Senior Year: Graduating Seniors Who 
Reported Non-Law Interest as Freshmen
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Figure C2: Graduating College Seniors by CIRP Constructs by Intended Graduate Major and 
Highest Planned Degree: Percent Reported “High”, 2017
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